There are many child-headed families and adolescent carers as a result of the HIV/AIDS epidemic in Southern Africa [1] . The lack of earnings in such families exacerbates household poverty with predictable impact on the health and well-being of the remaining household members. There are opportunities for these multiply deprived households to apply to the South African state for maintenance grants which can supplement monthly household income by 25%. Unfortunately, in order to be considered eligible for a government grant applicants must produce either a bar-coded identification document, which is granted upon provision of a birth certificate or the birth certificate itself. Many child-headed families do not possess these identity documents.
Globally, 50 million children are not registered at birth and therefore have no civil identity; as far as the state is concerned they are essentially invisible [2] . UNICEF states that birth registration 'represents the starting point for the recognition and protection of every child's fundamental right to identity and existence'; the World Bank describes a birth certificate as a 'permanent, legal and visible recognition by the state of a child's existence as a member of society' [3, 4] . A lack of registration creates a barrier to several essential services: such children may not have access to health care or education, be unable to enrol in school and may not be adopted nor protected from exploitation such as sex-trafficking or military conscription [5] . The deaths of unregistered children go largely uncounted with profound public health implications [6] .
The concept of birth registration as a basic human right was officially established at the 1989 United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. Article 7 of the Convention states that:
The child shall be registered immediately after birth and shall have the right from birth to a name, the right to acquire a nationality and as far as possible, the right to know and be cared for by his or her parent [7] .
Despite this, it is estimated that in 2000 41% of all births were not registered [5] . The inverse care law applies to vital registration-countries most in need of a functional registration system to strengthen health and educational systems have the lowest coverage. Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia had the lowest regional registration rates in 2000 with 70 and 63%, respectively [5] . However, these are estimates-the true scale of the problem is unknown due to the very nature of the issue.
A comprehensive registration system enables states to design, implement and evaluate health and social services, and provides an essential basis for developing evidence-based health policy [5] .
If vital registration is not recognized as a basic human right then it is unlikely to receive the resources required to maintain a successful service. This can result in fraudulent practices such as reports from Guatemala of midwives being paid to register non-existent children in order to create a false identity which is then available for the fee-based adoption of unregistered children [5] .
Citizens in developing countries are often unaware of the important benefits of registration, its status as a fundamental human right and the governmental duty to ensure that the service is provided [8] . The repercussions of non-registration are usually unknown and unconsidered until a service requiring proof of identity is denied. This results in delayed attempts at registration which may prove impossible in the absence of proof of identity [5] .
UNICEF suggests several measures that should be implemented in order to achieve the goal of universal registration. These include Providing sufficient resources so that birth registration is free of charge in every country. Passing new legislation or updating and harmonizing old laws to facilitate registration rather than penalize non-registration. Ensuring adequate registration offices and trained personnel to guarantee that no child is left behind. Mainstreaming birth registration with other governmental activities and 'piggy-backing' on other service delivery programmes, including immunization and school enrolment. Encouraging demand by raising awareness of the importance of birth registration and involving all levels of society, including local communities.
Although the problem of non-registration is far from being resolved, significant progress has been seen in certain areas. One of the major contributors to the improvement of global vital registration is the organization Plan, which is conducting a universal birth registration campaign [9] . Since the launch of the campaign in 2005, over 5 million children have been successfully registered, several changes to policy or legislation have been achieved and registration JOURNAL OF TROPICAL PEDIATRICS, VOL. 56, NO. 2, 2010 costs have been removed or reduced in 11 countries. National census initiatives, as in Uganda, can be used as a tool for the issuing of birth certificates to all children [5] . Such administrative initiatives are important first steps towards achieving universal registration.
A successful registration system should be 'continuous, complete, permanent and compulsory' [10] . This requires capacity building at the micro-level to ensure that those who are actually delivering such services are sufficiently trained, equipped and aware of the fundamental importance of vital registration. Universal birth registration is a priority for our Information Age; further efforts to boost demand by raising awareness of the importance of birth registration at all levels of society are called for. 
